t r a c t
Conversation is a primary area of difficultly for individuals with high-functioning autism (HFA) although they have unimpaired formal language abilities. This likely stems from the unstructured nature of faceto-face conversation as well as the need to coordinate other modes of communication (e.g. eye gaze) with speech. We conducted a quantitative analysis of both verbal exchange and gaze data obtained from conversations between children with HFA and an adult, compared with those of typically developing children matched on language level. We examined a new question: how does speaking about a topic of interest affect reciprocity of verbal exchange and eye gaze? Conversations on generic topics were compared with those on individuals' circumscribed interests, particularly intense interests characteristic of HFA. Two opposing hypotheses were evaluated. Speaking about a topic of interest may improve reciprocity in conversation by increasing participants' motivation and engagement. Alternatively, it could engender more one-sided interaction, given the engrossing nature of circumscribed interests. In their verbal exchanges HFA participants demonstrated decreased reciprocity during the interest topic, evidenced by fewer contingent utterances and more monologue-style speech. Moreover, a measure of stereotyped behaviour and restricted interest symptoms was inversely related to reciprocal verbal exchange. However, both the HFA and comparison groups looked significantly more to their partner's face during the interest than generic topic. Our interpretation of results across modalities is that circumscribed interests led HFA participants to be less adaptive to their partner verbally, but speaking about a highly practiced topic allowed for increased gaze to the partner. The function of this increased gaze to partner may differ for the HFA and comparison groups. © 2010 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Conversation is an area of substantial difficulty for individuals with high-functioning autism although they have relatively unimpaired formal language. This decoupling of conversational abilities and formal language (e.g. phonology and syntax) is also observed developmentally. Whereas conversational skills improve alongside indices of formal language ability such as MLU (mean length of utterance) in both typically developing children and children with developmental delays other than autism, this is not the case for children with autism (Tager-Flusberg & Anderson, 1991) . In fact, in individuals with autism atypical and off-topic utterances that impede the flow of reciprocal conversation actually increase with formal language ability (Volden & Lord, 1991).
Verbal exchange
Difficulties with face-to-face conversational interaction are likely to stem from its open-ended and relatively unstructured nature. Previous research has identified differences in backand-forth verbal exchange between children with autism and comparison groups matched on formal language abilities (Capps, Kehres, & Sigman, 1998; Tager-Flusberg & Anderson, 1991; Volden & Lord, 1991) . One area of difficulty involves topic maintenance; children with autism are more likely to provide non-contingent responses to their parents' statements than children with Down Syndrome, and their contingent responses do not increase with MLU at the same rate as they do in peers without autism (TagerFlusberg & Anderson, 1991) . Another area of difficulty is providing the appropriate amount of information for a situation: within contingent responses, those that extend a topic by providing new and relevant information are decreased in autism relative to comparison groups (Capps et al., 1998; Tager-Flusberg & Anderson, 1991) . A third characteristic of conversation in autism is the increased 0028-3932/$ -see front matter © 2010 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved. doi:10.1016/j.neuropsychologia.2010.05.020
